We present an individual-based model dealing with mating as a process of pair formation. Model simulations, based on data from a 19-year study of Spanish imperial eagles, Aquila adalberti, showed that the mating pattern of a population is not necessarily a direct consequence of the mating preferences of individuals; positive age-assortative mating, by which individuals of similar age are more likely to become paired, does not necessarily indicate homotypic mating preferences. For example, individuals of similar, young age may be constrained to a few low-quality territories, leading to passive assortative mating, independent of individual preferences. Confounding factors such as territory quality can affect the encounters between a male and a female available for mating, generating an age-assortative mating totally independent of mate preferences. Such a process may apply to many territorial species when spatial variation in territory quality is pronounced.
We present an individual-based model dealing with mating as a process of pair formation. Model simulations, based on data from a 19-year study of Spanish imperial eagles, Aquila adalberti, showed that the mating pattern of a population is not necessarily a direct consequence of the mating preferences of individuals; positive age-assortative mating, by which individuals of similar age are more likely to become paired, does not necessarily indicate homotypic mating preferences. For example, individuals of similar, young age may be constrained to a few low-quality territories, leading to passive assortative mating, independent of individual preferences. Confounding factors such as territory quality can affect the encounters between a male and a female available for mating, generating an age-assortative mating totally independent of mate preferences. Such a process may apply to many territorial species when spatial variation in territory quality is pronounced. A classic prediction of the theory of sexual selection is the existence of mating preferences in many bird species (e.g. Andersson 1994; Gibson & Langen 1996) . These preferences take the form of assortative mating by secondary male sexual traits (e.g. Dale & Slagsvold 1996; Olsen et al. 1998; Wiebe 2000; Forero et al. 2001 ) and by age (e.g. Johnston & Johnston 1989; Black & Owen 1995; Potti 2000) . Mate preferences based on age usually originate from positive age-assortative mating: individuals of similar age are more likely to become paired (homotypic preference). Because, generally, an adult-adult pair seems to be more productive than an immature-immature or mixed-age pair (Saether 1990; Bradley et al. 1995) , adultadult mating should be advantageous.
However, several kinds of evidence need to be considered when analysing age-assortative mating processes and patterns: (1) age-assortative mating can occur passively (reviewed in Cézilly et al. 1997; Fasola et al. 2001) ; (2) age-assortative mating is ambiguous, because it refers to both a pattern of pairing and the process of mate acquisition underlying the observed pattern (Burley 1983); (3) the same eventual pattern may originate from different processes or from different initial states (equifinality, Burley 1983); and (4) it is difficult to deduce the process only from knowledge of the pattern. With regard to this final point, the mating pattern of a population clearly depends on the mating preferences of individuals but, as emphasized by Burley (1983) and Gimelfarb (1988) , the mating pattern (a population property) results from a process during which individuals attempt to realize their preferences. In theoretical works on assortative mating and sexual selection, little attention is generally given to mating as a process, and it is commonly accepted as true that an observed mating pattern is completely determined by the mating preferences of individuals, with less consideration of all the possible processes of pair formation (Gimelfarb 1988) . As emphasized by Gibson & Langen (1996) , sexual selection research has been directed mainly at determining which mates are chosen and why, largely ignoring the process behind the observed pattern.
The general encounter mating model (Gimelfarb 1988) involves two stages: an encounter between a female and a male available for mating and a decision to mate or not. An encounter between two individuals of the opposite sex has to occur to initiate the male-female interaction in which the probability of pair formation will be determined by their mating preferences. A question therefore arises: how will this encounter occur? Could the manner in which the encounter happens (the first step of the mating process) represent the main determinant of the observed mating pattern?
Several studies indicate that, in heterogeneous habitats, the spatial distribution of resources affects demographic parameters and the dynamics of populations (e.g. Holt  1985 ; Morris 1988; Ferrer & Donázar 1996; Delibes et al.
